PLATO’S REPUBLIC: BOOK I

Overview of the Dialogue:

Much like reading a play by Shakespeare, reading a Platonic dialogue means reading in three directions at once; we must pay attention to: 

· What is said, the argument or speeches of the characters;

· What is done, the dramatic action of the dialogue; and

· What is presented by means of poetic or mythic images and parallels.

The following chart summarizes some of the major elements of the Republic in terms of this three-fold interpretation; it is based on the insights of Martin Heidegger, John Sallis and Leo Strauss in their respective interpretations of the Republic. 

	Bk.
	Logos (argument) – some highlights
	Ergon (action)
	Mythos (image)

	1
	Three main interlocutors parry with Socrates in the first book: Cephalus, Polemarchus, and Thrasymachus.

Cephalus (Polemarchus’ wealthy father):
· Cephalus says his wealth allows him to be just: which he defines as paying back debts, telling the truth etc.
· Socrates’ dialectical method put into play: a definition of justice is countered by another example that makes the first definition seem wanting – Socrates gives the example of returning borrowed weapons to a lunatic.

Polemarchus (meaning “War-lord”):
· Inherits his father’s argument and qualifies it: justice is giving what is proper to people (good to friends, harm to enemies)

· Socrates points out that justice is not necessarily the skill (techne) that makes one good at giving a Good to others – i.e., perhaps skill of medicine is better in giving the “good” of medicine. Also, Socrates points out that justice should not be willingly harming anyone.
Thrasymachus (well known Sophist):
· Justice is the advantage of the stronger: from place to place different political regimes rule: tyranny, aristocracy, democracy, for example. Whomever is in power (the strongest ) makes the laws and invariably they make the laws to their own financial and political advantage. Thus just rulers rule to the benefit of the strongest, namely themselves.
· Socrates poses a number of counter-examples, based on the notion that the goal of a craft (techne) is the good of its subject – so craft of ruling has good of governed as its goal

	Socrates is recounting what happened yesterday, when he went down to the Piraeus. The whole dialogue consists of this first person narrative recounting – as opposed to Laches and other dialogues which  are dramatic dialogues (no narrator).
Piraeus (port/market of Athens) is fitting for analyzing what is justice and what is a just city.
He and Glaucon were stopped and forced to go to Polemarchus’ house for dinner and to see night’s festivities – there is a community of sorts that is formed at this house; and Socrates comes to rule it in a certain way. But he is forced to. 

Thrasymachus enters the dialogue “like a wild dog”, but is somehow tamed
	Repetition of a mythical descent to the underworld – realm of darkness, shadows.

The dialogue consists of Socrates’ attempt to ascend from this realm of shadows to that of light – note the parallel to the allegories of the sun and cave here.



	2-4
	Glaucon and Adeimantus restate the position of Thrasymachus:

· Is justice good in itself ? (as opposed to its benefits)

· Ring of Gyges as counter-example – if given power of invisibility, one would pursue all manner of wrong – i.e., if outside all social constraints, we would be naturally self-serving

Socrates is to define Justice and show that it is good in itself as well as for its consequences

Socrates starts moving to justice “writ large” – on the level of the city; then they’ll be able to see justice writ small – on the level of the individual. Assumed continuity here beween city and individual. So they will create a just “city in speech” and determine which element makes it just.

1) City of sows: Socrates first imagines a city that is simple – 4-5 people, each practicing an essential trade

2) Feverish city: luxuries are added, Socrates calls this a feverish city; all trying to get money. Army is added – because they’ll need to be an expansionist state. “Guardians” will be the class of warriors. They will have the character of a watch-dog hate enemies and love those they know (Philosophic)

Education of the Guardians: only certain poetry, music that totally forms and disciplines their character.

Best of the Guardians will rule. So have 3 orders in the society:

· Rulers

· Auxilliaries

· Money-makers/labourers

Noble lie: citizens will think this ordering of society is based on their nature – each born with one of three different metals.

No private property for the Guardians

If this is a just city, where does justice reside in it ?

· Wisdom will be with rulers

· Courage with Auxilliaries

· Moderation is in each class respecting rule of wisdom and keeping its place

· Justice is each doing his job, within his limits.

Justice in the individual:

· Wisdom in the rational part of the soul

· Courage in the spirited (thumotic) part of the soul

· Moderation in the desiring part of the soul (as well as thumotic) respecting rule of reason

· Justice is each element of individual in its proper limits


	Glaucon interrupts the discussion on the first city: they must have some luxury and leisure, this is a “city of sows.”
	Construction of cities in logos

	5-7
	Socrates must expand on equality of women, on family life (production of children by lot).

He then deals with the third and most difficult wave: he has shown that this city is possible in theory; now must show how it could be possible in actualization. He says it could be realized with a philosopher-ruler. 

Socrates shows that philosopher-rulers are desirable and then that they are possible – basically saying it’s only ridiculous now because those with a philosophic nature are raised in poor soil.

The philosopher would study not only the idea of justice, but also idea of Good in general.  But what is the “Good” ?

· Sun analogy

· Divided Line

· Cave allegory

Education of philosopher.
	A mini revolt: nearly all present are in consensus that Socrates is trying to get away with something, so they interrupt him and make him expand on way of things with women and children in the city.

Idea of philosopher ruler is seen as the most ridiculous concept proposed – more so than the state manipulation of family planning etc.

Turning of Glaucon from lures of Tyranny to perspective of the philosopher
	Ascent to realm of light (Sun/Good)

	8-9
	Discussion of descent through unjust regimes – and corresponding individuals:

· Timocracy

· Oligarchy

· Democracy

· Tyranny
	
	Destruction of cities in logos

	10
	A retake on the critique of poetry – this time not for its moral effects, but because it is 2 removes from truth: a copy of a copy

Myth of Er: story of rewards for being just in the afterlife. Souls are reborn, but while in the underworld, drink from a river in the field of lethe (forgetting). Philosophers in the afterlife are ones who drink only in moderation from this river.

They are more likely to re-collect (anamnesis) or un-forget (a-letheia) the truths learned in the afterlife.


	
	Retelling of the myth enacted at beginning – circularity here


The Republic (Politeia) is the essential constitution and ordering of the community. In the course of the dialogue, this sense of the word comes to be expanded to the type of politeia one can imagine forming in oneself. This tension between these two cities, between the order of the individual and the order of the many, is an expression of the central paradox of the Republic.

I) Down to the Piraeus (Book I)

a) The Mythos of the Republic (327a-b)

Socrates begins the Republic by saying:

I went down to the Piraeus yesterday with Glaucon, son of Ariston, to pray to the goddess (327a).

Socrates is the only one who speaks in this dialogue. It is a narrated dialogue, narrated by Socrates from beginning to end. The dialogue does not present the event itself, but the recounting of the event. The entire Republic has the form of a Socratic recollection. 

But the recounting is close in time to the actual event; it happened yesterday.  In fact, given the length of the conversation, the event to be retold probably lasted all night. Socrates has perhaps just had time to ascend from the Piraeus and has met a comrade for whom he feels recounting the conversation in a detailed way would be useful. The ending of the tale to be retold (the Myth of Er) and this recommencement of the conversation – both referring, as we shall see, to descents to Hades, seem to be intertwined in a circular fashion.

The event that Socrates will recount takes place in the Piraeus: the harbour of Athens, about six miles from the city and connected to it by the long walls. The setting mirrors the ambivalent relation of the philosopher to the city: Socrates in one sense leaves the city, but in another sense does not, since he remains within its walls. So too, the philosopher remains in the city in terms of seldom leaving its physical limits (see Apology); however, he also transcends the city in constantly questioning its standards.

The Piraeus was once an island separated from Athens by a kind of river. Thus, its name is said to have derived from peras, meaning it was a “beyond-land”.  We could say that Socrates opens the dialogue by saying that he went to the land beyond the river (Sallis 315).

Socrates says that he made his descent to the Piraeus in order to pray to the goddess and to see the festival being held in her honour. We learn later in Book I (354a) that the goddess in question is Bendis, a Thracian goddess.

· This points to an Athens in decline: where other customs are embraced in the cosmopolitan context of the harbour. 

· Socrates says: “in my opinion, the procession of the native inhabitants was fine (kalos); but the one the Thracians conducted was no less fitting a show” (327a).

· The Piraeus is the site of the mixing of foreign things, where a levelling of distinctions in the political sense can occur.

· The Piraeus was the centre for champions of equality and the democratic party and a centre of resistance against the “Thirty Tyrants” who rule Athens 404 - 403 BCE (see Bloom 440, note 3) – a resistance in which the family of Cephalus was to be involved.

· Socrates will be discussing “Justice” with characters who would eventually become victims of a tyranny – there is a considerable amount of irony here. This is akin to the Laches, where Socrates discusses “Courage” with generals who would later be reknowed for their failures, notably Nicias; similarly, in the Charmides, Socrates discussed “Moderation” with future tyrants (Critias and Charmides).

· This seems to indicate that the restoration that will be attempted in the Republic will not take place on the political plane.

· Also, this points to the fact that, in accordance with the charges against Socrates, there may be some question as to whether or not he actually “recognized the gods of the city”.

· We should also note that Bendis was closely associated with Persephone, consort of the god of the underworld.

In this sense, the first word of the dialogue, katebein (I went down), echoes the line in the Odyssey where Odysseus recounts to Penelope: “I went down (katebein) to Hades to inquire about the return of myself and my friends” (XXIII.252-53; on the theme of descent in the Republic, see Eric Voegelin, Order and History, vol III: Plato and Aristotle, p 53-54). The Republic begins with Socrates’ descent to the land beyond the river Lethe, a descent into Hades. 

With this mythos in mind, the significance of the beginning in relation to the centre and to the end of the dialogue comes to light:

· Beginning: Socrates recounts his “descent to the Piraeus” yesterday, which is metaphorically tied to a descent into Hades – or, Socrates descends in “deed” (ergon).

· Middle: Socrates describes the “image of the cave”, where the human condition is likened to that of souls in the underworld (516d-e) – or, Socrates describes a descent in “speech” (logos).

· End: Socrates tells of the “Myth of Er”, wherein Er was allowed to descend into Hades, to journey through the underworld, and to return to the world above – or, Socrates describes a descent in a “story” (mythos).

The theme of ascent outlines the basic structure of the dialogue as a whole:

· Book I: Enactment of myth

· Books II – IV: Building of cities in logos


– Perfection of soul

· Books V – VII: Philosopher’s ascent from / descent to City

· Books VIII – IX: Destruction of cities in logos

– Corruption of soul

· Book X: Myth of Er

b) The Initial Confrontation (327b – 328b)

On his upward way to the city proper, Socrates is compelled to return, where he will rule a city of sorts – thus foreshadowing the nature of the political restoration that will be suggested at the centre of the dialogue: the rule of philosophers. Socrates is unable to persuade this group to let them go. The balance between force and persuasion (bullets and ballots) is essential to the limits of the city and its form of justice that will be explored in the dialogue.

Socrates is told that there would be dinner and entertaining sights. These do not occur. The discussion must have lasted from afternoon to the next morning.

· So the action of the dialogue is one of moderation: controlling the needs of the body and the curiosity of seeing sights.

· This action also echoes the character of the Socratic restoration that will be effected: feeding the body will be replaced by feeding the mind.

· We should note that in Sir Thomas More’s Utopia, the interlocutors do take the time to feed their bodies as well.

Socrates’ companion at the beginning is Glaucon. He will also become the main interlocutor for a large portion of the dialogue. Some of what is discussed and what occurs in the dialogue is, perhaps, for his benefit.

· Xenophon (Memoirs of Socrates III.6) tells us Socrates was well disposed to Glaucon on account of Charmides and Plato and cured him of his extreme political ambition.  In order to do so, he had to make him willing to listen to him by gratifying him.

· The Republic provides the best cure for political ambition (Strauss 65).

Throughout the rest of Book I, Socrates will have discussions with three principal characters. Interestingly, each character, and what they represent, will be brought back in Books II – IV through the building of an ideal city in speech. Each in their own way lay the ground work for the principles ordering the tripartite division of the city in speech and of the individual soul:

· Cephalus (wealthy)

– money-making class

– epithumia (desire)

· Polemarchus (war-lord)
– guardian class

– thumos (spirit)

· Thrasymachus (sophist)
– philosopher-ruler

– logismos (reason)

c) Cephalus (328b – 331d)

Cephalus is very old. He represents the old order and the natural authority of the father. His name means, literally, head. 

Although a lover of speeches, he leaves before the speech on justice has really begun; he goes to perform an act of piety – his is a piety in no need of a reasoned explanation (331d).

After he leaves, Socrates occupies the centre and dominates the discussion. 

· Cephalus’ notion of justice is lofty, but deficient (366d-e).

· It also implies that it is the old order that is the source of the present disorder.

· The Good is not identical with the paternal or ancestral.

· Unquestioned piety must be replaced by philosophy.

· Philosophic questioning can only take place in the absence of what Cephalus represents.

The conversation with Cephalus is divided into three parts:

· On old age

· On wealth

· On justice

Cephalus’ first speech has to do with the evils of desire (eros).  He feels that old age frees us from this tyrannical master (329a-d). Similarly, he had earlier said that he was interested in conversation more and more as his capacity for physical pleasure wanes (328d). Cephalus initiates a notion that will be carried on throughout the Republic, in both word and deed: the marginalization of eros and its “products”.

Next, the discussion turns to how wealth may be responsible for making old age more enjoyable. Wealth or substance (ousia) is what is referred to here, which is also a word for Being. Again, this is ironic: Cephalus lacks substance or Being in a certain sense. Socrates asks if Cephalus has produced his wealth himself, or has he inherited it:

The reason I, you see, is that to me you didn’t seem overly fond of money. For the most part, those who do not make money themselves are that way. Those who do make it are twice as attached to it as the others. For just as poets are fond of their poems and fathers of their children, so money makers too are serious about money – as their own product (ergon) (330b-c).

The examples of bringing forth or producing that Socrates uses, poets and fathers, are ones closely associated with eros (cf. Phaedrus 245a, 265b; Symposium 205b-d, 206e; Republic 506e – 507a, where Socrates presents a “child” of the Good, its offspring, but also the “interest” of the account he was to render).  

The question of justice is raised after Socrates asks what is the greatest good that Cephalus has obtained from his wealth. The greatest good, according to Cephalus, and thus the just way to live is: 

· Paying one’s debts and telling the truth to other men; and

· Sacrificing to the gods.

Socrates’ response narrows the issue to the question of dealing justly with men. Socrates limits the question to justice, not piety (331a-d).

d) Polemarchus (331d 336a)

The name Polemarchus literally means “war-lord” (polemos-archon). Polemarchus now takes over, or rather inherits, the argument from his father. But he omits that aspect of justice that deals with telling the truth – this is one of the principles raised in Book I that is carried forward into the discussion of the city in speech; that is, the good society requires the telling, under certain circumstances, of untruths. Socrates refutes certain claims of what the just is in Book I; however, they all contain certain positive elements.

Socrates refutes this initial notion of justice as giving to each what belongs to them. We would not give a weapon to a madman, for instance, even if it belonged to him.

· This leads to the notion of absolute communism by extension. The premise is that only the wise can know what is right for any person in terms of their ultimate good or happiness.

Polemarchus then adds that justice is that dealing which helps friends and harms enemies. 

· This is also carried forward in the main portion of the dialogue in that the Guardians will have a similar disposition (398a-b).

· This part of the discussion begins with Socrates’ praising of the poet Simonides (331c).

· This definition of justice is the one, according to Cleitophon (410a-b) in the dialogue of the same name, that Socrates held himself (cf. Memoirs of Socrates II.1.19, II.1.28, II.3.14, II.6.35, IV.2.16, IV.5.10)

Polemarchus’ opinion in Book I is the only one entirely preserved in the constructive part of the dialogue:

· Justice is full dedication to the common good.

· Nothing of one’s own can be held from the city – absolute communism.

e) Thrasymachus (336b – 354c)

The name Thrasymachus literally means “rash fighter”. Fittingly, he enters like a wild beast.

His view is that justice is the interest of the stronger party. 

· As an uncivilized view, perhaps: a version of the “unjust speech” in Aristophanes; however, here, just speech is victorious.

· It is also another view that is held over in the rest of the dialogue: justice will be defined as the strongest party; however, the philosopher will be found to be the strongest in the ways that are essential.

End of this portion of the dialogue sees a certain taming of Thrasymachus (354a) – tameness is akin to justice (486b). 

· Socrates makes Thrasymachus somewhat more just.

· Thrasymachus and Socrates have been made friends, not that there was any enmity (498c-d).

With the Cleitophon / Polemarchus exchange (340a-c), and Thrasymachus’ rejection of Cleitophon’s qualification, it is clear that Thrasymachus’ view is that: 

· Justice = obeying the rulers; so …

· Justice = obeying the laws of the rulers (even when those laws go against their own interest); so … 

· Just = legal positivism.

This is the most obvious or natural view of justice (cf. Republic 359a; Gorgias 504d; Xenophon, Memoirs of Socrates IV.4.1, 12; IV.6.5-6; Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1129a32).

· This is the thesis of the city: respect our laws; they are just.

The other possibility is that the law is not posited with a view to the good of the rulers only, but of the common good – i.e., what is good intrinsically, or by nature.

For Cephalus, justice is giving to each his due, but what is each person’s due is decided by law (so, it is a sub-species of Thrasymachus’ legal positivism). 

· But, law’s can be unwise; only the wisest can determine what is due to each person according to nature.

· Is this view in accordance with the needs of society?

For Polemarchus, this difficulty is avoided; he doesn’t imply the necessity of laws:

· Justice as helping friends and harming enemies;

· This as equivalent to the common good of citizens.

Polemarchus and Socrates as defenders of the common good.

Thrasymachus plays the role of the city and acts as an authority, accusing Socrates of irony, making certain demands on the argument, and forbidding certain types of answer. 

· Socrates apologizes if he’s missed anything;

· Thrasymachus asks what his penalty should be;

· Socrates says he has not money – Glaucon (as do Plato and others in the Apology of Socrates) vouches for him.

Thrasymachus also plays the role of the city because he is a sophist, and the true sophist is the city (492a; Gorgias 465c).

Thrasymachus insists on knowledge in the strict sense.

· For Socrates this means that rulers as artisans serve the interest of their subjects, of the ruled – as with the examples of a captain or a shepherd.

· Thus, art is justice (or virtue is knowledge) – not merely justice in intention as law-abidingness. This leads to the notion that the just city is a city of artisans (with a single job).

In the just city, all are artificers:

· Soldiers are artificers of freedom of the city (395a);

· Philosophers are artificers of the whole common virtue (500d);

· God is the artificer of the eternal ideas (507c, 597).

With the Socratic interrogation of Thrasymachus, art replaces law as the source of justice – art as what brings forth nature. Justice is not one art, but what pervades all arts. Contra this assertion, Thrasymachus points to arts that have as their end the exploitation of the ruled: the shepherd, for example. Here, the apparent justice done to the sheep (caring and protecting) is only a means to injustice (eating-shearing the sheep).

Socrates’ dismissal of Thrasymachus is not decisive: it adopts Thrasymachus’ own point of departure that no one wants to be just – one needs rewards to do so (wages of the ruler).

· Thus, only difference between Socrates and Thrasymachus is: Socrates asserts that justice is a necessary evil; Thrasymachus that it is an unnecessary evil (Strauss 1964, 83).

· Socrates’ proof of justice as good is inadequate: he hasn’t shown what justice is, but has shown the problem of justice:

· As the art of assigning to each what is good for their own soul;

· As the art of assigning the common good of the city.

There would be no problem if we were certain that the common good was equivalent to the individual good.

ANNEX: STRUCTURE OF THE REPUBLIC



Key Secondary Texts on the Republic
· Friedrich Nietzsche, “The Greek State” (1872)

· Martin Heidegger, “Plato’s Doctrine of Truth” (1930)

· Werner Jaeger, Paidaia (1939)

· Hans-Georg Gadamer, Dialogue and Dialectic (1942)
· Leo Strauss, The City and Man (1964)

· Jacques Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy” (1968)

· John Sallis, Being and Logos (1975)
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